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The lofty moral and spiritual teachings of the Old Testa- 
ment prophets are cordially recognized by biblical scholars of 
all shades of orthodoxy. The most advanced of "critics" 
emphasize in the strongest way the purity and the spirituality 
of their doctrines. Their high ideals, their incorruptible 
sense of righteousness, their insight into the facts and forces 
of their own times, and their extraordinary perception of 
things to come, have excited the admiration and the wonder 
of all who have applied themselves to the study of these 
writings. But it has been keenly urged that the ' ' destruc- 
tive critics," who hold these views concerning the prophets, 
along with the denial of any supernatural elements in their 
work and writings, are in reality maintaining an impossible 
position. How can one extol the noble sentiments of these 
prophets and their clear grasp of social problems and yet, at 
the same time, deny them all trustworthiness when they assert 
that they are under the immediate direction of Jehovah? 
Were these keen-eyed statesmen and self-sacrificing reformers 
whose conceptions of truth were so strangely in advance of 
their own age, totally deceived as to the deliverances of their 
own consciousness when they ascribed their powers to a 
Divine source ? Did their superior insight, manifested in all 
these other lines fail them in relation to the Source of it all? 
These two positions are inconsistent. The argument against 
the supernatural, when urged by those who exalt the pro- 
phetic insight and ideal, is self-refuting. 



Some remarks were offered recently in the Student in re- 
gard to the historical study of the Scripture. The question 
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asked was this: — If historical study is fundamental in the 
whole matter of studying the Bible, what is the plain man to 
do, who is unequal to the task of the historical and critical in- 
vestigation required? Has he any Bible left, in which he 
may have confidence? How is he to know whether he is 
right in his conclusions from Scripture truth on points which 
are vital to his religious life? These questions are exceed- 
ingly important. They are likewise exceedingly pertinent. 
Some suggestions concerning the subject may serve to en- 
lighten and help any who may be in uncertainty as to the 
way out of the difficulty. 

The distinction between a fact and the inferences, favorable 
or unfavorable, which may be drawn from it, is world-wide. 
The fact must be accepted. The inferences may be denied. 
Now the chief question in the present issue relates to what 
either is or is not a fact. " The Bible must first be interpreted 
from the historical point of view," — is this the statement of 
what is or is not a fact? Are we fully persuaded that it is a 
demonstrable certainty? For the purposes of this discussion, 
let it be regarded as self-evident that any Scripture was in- 
tended first of all for the particular time and occasion when 
it was first put forth by word of mouth or in written form ; 
that the interpreter's first duty must be to find out the mean- 
ing and purpose of the message at that particular time and 
occasion ; and that only when this fundamental task has 
been accomplished is it safe to employ that Scripture for de- 
votional, hortatory or doctrinal purposes. Let this be taken 
for granted — though, of course, it would not be so taken by 
all — and what follows? No matter what follows. If it is the 
truth, if it is a fact, the inferences and conclusions will take 
care of themselves. Indeed it will be found that the fears ex- 
pressed above are largely unfounded. Reflection upon the 
position thus honestly accepted will disclose much that is 
helpful, much that is inspiring in the new outlook. 



First, it is clear that there is much of the Bible which will 
not be affected unfavorably in the least by the methods of 
historical study. The ultimate teachings of Scripture remain 
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the same. The supreme facts of Revealed Religion are as 
truly brought out in an historical interpretation as in any- 
other method. God, Christ, Sin, Eternal life, retribution, — 
these are just as real and just as full of meaning to the one 
who looks at the Old and New Testaments from the historical 
point of view as to another who studies the Bible as though 
it were all given at one time and to the present age. The 
same is true of the moral and spiritual principles which in 
many of the books of the Bible stand out clear and promi- 
nent. They are largely free from the time element. They 
are true for any age and any experience. The ethical teach- 
ings of the prophets, their denunciations of sin, their emphasis 
upon righteousness, cannot vanish before the criticism which 
may ask what " sin " and "righteousness" meant to Isaiah 
or Malachi. The plain man, who is not an historical critic, 
has all these left in his Bible and on them he may rely with 
absolute certainty. The historical method will not cast a 
doubt upon them. Perhaps, it will cause them to shine with a 
clearer brightness and to speak with more emphatic positive- 
ness. 

Again, there is much in the Bible which must be first in- 
terpreted historically before what may be regarded by some 
as a higher and a truer meaning can be drawn from it. The 
historical portions of the Old Testament, the narratives of the 
books of Genesis, Samuel, Kings and Chronicles, for example, 
what is one to do with them unless he looks at them histori- 
cally? The events of the Gospel History, the miracles, for 
example, must have occurred, at least, at the time, and with 
the details, given in Scripture. Whoever would draw a de- 
votional or doctrinal meaning out of them must first look 
upon them as historical occurrences. In other words, he oc- 
cupies, so far, the historical point of view. So much of the 
Bible being material of this character, and in such material 
the historical method being so easy of application, the plain 
man would seem to have no difficulty here. How great in- 
terest and inspiration such a system of interpretation applied 
in its simplicity and confined rigidly within its its own limits 
lends to the study of the Gospel narratives, may be seen in 
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that admirable volume of sermons by Dr. Wace, recently- 
issued on " Central Points of our Lord's Ministry," in which 
careful, minute, study is made of certain historical situations 
in the earthly life of Jesus Christ and they are left to teach 
the simple, primary lessons of their first historical import. 



There is, however, another branch of the Scripture mate- 
rial which in a peculiar way, must yield its real fruit to 
historical study and, in the fundamental sense, to that alone. 
It may be considered under three heads: (1) Material which 
is found in different books or chapters of the* Bible in what 
appear to be contradictory forms. Such passages cannot be 
satisfactorily interpreted except in the light of the circum- 
stances in which the events or teachings first came to pass. 
" He that is not with me is against me " and " He that is not 
against us is for us" are two remarks of Jesus occurring in 
the same Gospel. The only possible solution of such contra- 
dictories lies in the study of each situation and of each 
statement in the light thus obtained. The so-called opposi- 
tion between Paul and James on the subject of "faith" and 
"works" is resolved in very simple fashion when historical 
criticism shows (a) that James wrote his epistle ten years 
before Paul put forth his doctrine of "justification by faith," 
and (b) that " faith" with James means a very much poorer 
and less worthy spiritual exercise than was signified by that 
royal word of Paul. (2) There is Scripture material which, 
while not contradictory to, is complementary of other mate- 
rial. Here would belong everything which comes under the 
law of "progress in revelation." Such a law has no meaning 
except from the historical point of view. Just what that 
progress is from age to age, if there be any progress at all, 
must be discovered by the historical student of the Bible. 
(3) In yet another direction is the work of historical investi- 
gation fundamental in right knowledge of the Bible. There 
are many biblical statements and teachings which have re- 
ceived their form and coloring from the times in which they 
were written. Emphasis was laid upon certain aspects of 
truth, over-emphasis, perhaps, by reason of the peculiar con- 
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dition of the persons first addressed. Here to historical 
interpretation and to that alone must be assigned the difficult 
and delicate task of separating the substance from the form, 
of rescuing the kernel from the husk. It is in this sphere 
that the greatest successes of historical criticism have been 
gained. It has rescued many a dark passage from its obscu- 
rity and saved many another from misinterpretation. It has 
made mistakes in this endeavor, minimizing the significance 
of many teachings and losing sight of the ideal element in 
the Bible which lifts the speaker and writer out of the rela- 
tions of time and space and clothes his message with meaning 
for ages yet unborn. But, for all that, its task in piercing 
through the ancient and the oriental, the local and temporary 
wrappings of the prophetic words or the apostolic doctrine is 
a fundamentally necessary one and, on the whole, has been 
performed with wisdom and the promise of larger helpfulness. 



To what practical issue have these thoughts reached? 
They have left to the plain man the great ultimate truths, as 
well as many particular moral and spiritual teachings of the 
Bible, even on the basis of the historical method. They have 
shown that even the plain man must use that method, how- 
ever crudely, in his study of the historical elements of 
Scripture. They have noted also that such a method is fun- 
damental in solving contradictions, discovering complementary 
truths and revealing the substance of much biblical teaching 
before concealed in its temporal forms. But these considera- 
tions suggest several important conclusions. (1) The Bible 
is not so simple a book to understand and interpret, as many 
think. It is an excellent thing to give the Bible to the 
people, to put it into the hands of everyone. But this is no 
assurance that everyone will be able to comprehend and teach 
it. We wish that the words of Professor W. A. Stevens, in 
an article contributed to this Journal, might have careful 
attention : " It is a mistake fraught with serious intellectual 
and spiritual consequences to imagine the Bible, or indeed 
any single book of it, easy of comprehension. It is a book 
written by men of a different race from ourselves, in a for- 
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eign language, and in a distant age ; a book which expounds 
on broad lines the historic process of redemption, which came 
slowly to completion through a period of sixteen centuries, 
which enshrines the profoundest experiences and the loftiest 
conceptions known to the soul of man." Accordingly when 
the objection is made that by the historical method of inter- 
pretation you are taking away the Bible from the plain man 
and making it a book for scholars, the reply is that, while 
much in the Bible is unaffected by the historical or by any 
method of interpretation, still, much more is beyond the 
range of the plain man and must be beyond him. From the 
student, the scholar and preeminently the historical scholar, 
alone, can the safe and assured results of a right interpreta- 
tion be obtained. (2) The plain man himself acknowledges 
this by his actions if not by his words. Is he independent in 
Bible-study? Does he not fall back upon some one whose 
opinion he respects? Is not the mass of his views on the 
Bible derived from his minister, his favorite Commentary or 
his Bible-class teacher? It is merely a question, in the 
majority of cases, of who shall impress the plain man with 
views of truth — whose views they shall be and by what 
method obtained. The only safe course for such a man is 
either (a) a dependence upon the scholar whose method is 
fundamentally the historical, or (b) a resolute endeavor after 
independent historical study of the Scriptures. (3) By all 
means let him pursue the latter course. Books written from 
the historical point of view are abundant. The plain man can 
use the time he now spends in listening to the hearsays of 
traditional interpretation, in a real endeavor to enter into the 
life and spirit of Bible times and to see for himself and to 
hear for himself, along with those who first saw and heard, 
the truth. Would that we might see more such students in 
our churches. The blessings of such reasonable study, along 
the lines of historical interpretation, can hardly be described. 
They are enlightening, liberalizing, formative and inspiring. 
The plain man would not lose ; he would gain a new Bible, 
one that would be full of light and life for his mind and heart. 



